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			Book Presentation:
The Power Of Less by Leo Babauta

			Book Abstract

			MAIN IDEA

			Two major problems face virtually everyone in business and in the workforce today:

			
					Information overload – there’s so much information available it’s easy to fritter away all your time learning useless facts.

					Task overload – where your work day is a constant stream of e-mailed requests, tasks and busy work which can soak up time.

			

			These problems are stressful and wasteful at the very least. The solution lies in setting limits and in making deliberate choices to do the right things rather than the easiest things. Or in other words, to simplify and focus on what’s most productive. Simplicity, in this context, boils down to two steps:

			[image: ]

			 “For many people these days, work is a constant stream of e-mails, of news and requests, of phone calls and instant messages, of papers and notes and files. We are drinking from a fire hose of information, with no idea of how to reduce the flow. What’s the alternative to information and task overload? The solution lies in setting limits to how much we consume and do. It lies in making the most of our time by focusing on the most important things, instead of everything. It all comes down to making choices.”

			– Leo Babauta

			About the Author

			LEO BABAUTA is the creator of ZenHabits.net, widely regarded as one of the top productivity blogs on the Internet. ZenHabits has more than 80,000 subscribers and is ranked in the top 100 blogs. Mr. Babauta is a former reporter, journalist and freelance writer. He is considered a leading expert on productivity and simplicity. He is also the author of Zen to Done: The Ultimate Simple Productivity System.

			The Web site for this book is at www.thepowerofless.com.

			Important Note About This Ebook

			This is a summary and not a critique or a review of the book. It does not offer judgment or opinion on the content of the book. This summary may not be organized chapter-wise but is an overview of the main ideas, viewpoints and arguments from the book as a whole. This means that the organization of this summary is not a representation of the book.

			Summary of The Power Of Less
(Leo Babauta)

			1. Identify the essential

			The six guiding principles of the Power of Less are ideas which will help you enhance your productivity by simplifying your life. By reducing the number of tasks you’re attempting to do and instead focusing on what’s essential, you reduce the clutter in your life. That alone will lower your stress levels and make you more productive. Simplicity is an extremely powerful tool when applied intelligently using these principles:

			1. Set practical limits

			Contrary to first impressions, limits are great. They force you to become stronger because limits demand that you make choices and decisions. You know you can’t do everything and therefore you need to make sure you do the right things.

			When you work to a limit, you ultimately end up enhancing your strengths because of the conscious decisions you are required to make. Limits also:

			
					Help make your life and career less stressful.

					Stop you from getting spread too thin to make a difference.

					Demonstrate to others your time is important.

			

			You should set limits in every area of your life or career you’d like to improve. The process for learning how to set limits is:

			
					Analyze what your current usage level is and pick an arbitrary limit which you think would be ideal

					Test your new limit for a reasonable period of time and evaluate whether or not it’s working for you

					If your new limit is not working, adjust to a new level which you think will work better and test that out

					Continue to fine-tune and adjust your limits until you find the optimum level and form a new habit

			

			One of the good things about limits is they force you to prioritize. You will have to focus on only the essentials in order to be under your self-imposed limits. Rather than being restrictive, this is actually a very beneficial discipline. Limits force you to reduce everything to their essential components and then to focus on those individual components. That’s good.

			Get into the habit of setting limits in every area of your life or career you want to simplify. Start with one area, identify what the best limit is for that area and then move on to the next. This is best done sequentially rather than all at once. Start with whatever part of your life which currently seems to take up too much time, or which seems overloaded. Some possible places to start would include:

			
					How you handle your e-mail.

					The number of daily tasks you attempt.

					The amount of time you commonly spend on the phone.

					The number of projects you have underway at any one time.

					The number of blogs or magazines you subscribe to.

			

			Pick one of these areas to get started. Work to figure out what your limit should be in that area. Then expand your efforts into another area of your life and so on. Focus on making one change at a time until it becomes a solid part of your routine and you’re comfortable with your limits.

			2. Choose what is most essential

			The key to simplifying is to choose what’s essential. The very act of choosing is good because it can reduce:

			
					The number of projects you are attempting to juggle.

					The number of tasks you try and rush through each day.

					The amount of information you attempt to take in each day.

					The number of commitments you give.

					The amount of clutter in your life.

			

			Traditional productivity thinking puts the cart before the horse. It works on the concept if you become skilled in getting more done, then it stands to reason you will end up doing more of what counts. The downside is you also end up doing more of what’s not at all productive or worthwhile. A much better approach is to identify what’s essential and then focus on accomplishing that.

			So how exactly do you identify what’s essential? There are nine questions you need to ask yourself:

			
					What are your values? – What are the underlying principles you want to live your life by? Only you can answer this but make a deliberate decision.

					What are your goals? – What exactly do you aspire to accomplish in the next month, year or during your lifetime?

					What are you passionate about? – What do you love doing or who do you aspire to spend the majority of your time with?

					What is important to you? – What aspects of your life, work or interests are vitally important?

					What will have the greatest impact? – What has the potential to deliver the most bang for your buck?

					What has the best long-term value? – What will keep on delivering more benefits in the future?

					Which items do you actually need and which do you merely want? – If you identify your needs, you can eliminate your wants which are nonessential.

					Which items can you eliminate without any problems? – These will be your nonessentials, leaving you with what is essential.

					What changes when you take another look at your choices a week or two later? – The passage of time gives perspective.

			

			Note the overall objective of simplifying is not to leave your life empty. On the contrary, this is all about creating space in your life for what’s important and by eliminating the clutter that’s preventing you from spending more time on what you really want to do. With this in mind, you should apply the nine question criteria to:

			
					Your life commitments – all the things you have in mind to do and achieve over the course of your life and career.

					Your yearly goals – which can get too numerous to be effective if you don’t focus exclusively on the essentials.

					Your work projects and tasks – which have a way of multiplying without any effort at all on your part.

					The number of e-mails you choose to respond to.

					Your finances – which need to be aligned with your goals and values rather than being at the whim of your wants.

					The amount of clutter in your workspace, in your home and in your personal life.

			

			3. Simplify what you’re doing

			Once you correctly identify what’s essential, simplifying becomes easy. All you have to do is eliminate the nonessential stuff and spend all your time doing what adds the most value. That’s easy to describe in theory but putting this into practice is usually reasonably challenging.

			To take an example:

			
					You might start with a task list which has eight or nine items.

					After going through the nine questions, you might decide there are three things on that list which are essential. To get rid of those other six items, you might:	Simply cross them off your list and forget about them.

	Delegate tasks to subordinates, coworkers or others.

	Postpone assignments that will need to be completed at some stage but which don’t have to be done right away.
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					The challenge to this comes when someone else wants to add to your list of tasks rather than take an item away. This is where you need some good skills. You either:	Tell them “No” right at the outset so there is no question you are sticking to the essentials.

	Tell them you “Don’t have time” clearly and unambiguously.


Of course, it stands to reason your ability to say “No” depends on who is asking you to take on an additional task. Obviously, if the person making the request is your boss, saying “No” is probably not a realistic option. In that case, you will need to have definitive proof your time is fully committed on other projects of greater value and then enter into some discussion as to where your time should be spent.
When dealing with your peers who inadvertently add to your task list on a regular basis, more than likely some education will be required. They will need to be conditioned to understand that you can’t take on new jobs all the time. If you’re honest with them and let them know where things stand right from the get-go, this will get easier and easier to achieve. They will start to respect your time because you show them you do so yourself first.


			

			4. Focus

			It may sound like a paradox but the less you focus on, the more effective you ultimately become. Focusing on one task and staying with it until you complete it is incredibly powerful.

			Focus can be applied in several different ways:

			
					You can focus on a goal – meaning you work to achieve that goal and nothing else.

					You can focus on present realities – rather than leaving to chance the possibility that things might just improve by themselves.

					You can focus on the task at hand – meaning you get absorbed in what you’re doing and all distractions fade away.

					You can focus on the positives of any situation – rather than entertaining any negative thoughts.

			

			In terms of simplifying things, there are two areas worth paying more attention to:

			
					Get into the habit of single-tasking (focusing exclusively on one task at a time) – rather than attempting to multitask things. This is a challenge because we live in a world where multitasking is lauded. Unfortunately, multitasking doesn’t work. It’s highly inefficient. To get better at single-tasking:	Nominate your “Most Important Task” (MIT).

	First thing in the morning, start working on that task.

	Turn off your cell phone and don’t check your e-mail.

	Resist the urge to get sidetracked but keep working.

	Put things that arrive in your in-box to process later.

	At set times, check your in-box for urgent stuff.

	Then take a deep breath and get back to what’s important.

	Stay with it until you’re finished.




					Stay focused on the present – instead of what worrying about happened in the past or beating yourself up over future problems which may or may not eventuate. Get into the habit of focusing on what you’re doing right now by:	Experience whatever you’re doing – pay attention to all the sensory experiences you’re receiving from what you are doing at the present moment.

	Be aware of your thoughts – and keep directing them to what you’re doing right now.

	Be patient – realize you will slip up from time to time so keep bringing yourself back to the present.

	Get some physical exercise – and focus on what you’re physically experiencing.

	Set up good daily routines – where you have time to meditate and reflect.

	Put up reminders on your walls or workspace – which trigger you making a deliberate effort to focus on what’s going on around you.

	Celebrate your successes and enjoy them – rather than beating yourself up mentally whenever you fail to stay as focused as you would have liked.

	Stick with the program – keep working at it. When you slip up, take a deep breath, give yourself a pep talk and get back into whatever you’re doing. The answer to every time you ask “What should I be doing right now?” is always “Keep practicing.”




			

			5. Embed more productive new habits

			The real key and driving force of the Power of Less is to create and then embed new and more productive habits into your life. This is all about making lasting changes that end up improving your life rather than doing something novel for a little while and then moving on to whatever else comes along next.

			If you try and change too many of your habits at once, all you’ll end up doing is becoming overwhelmed and frustrated. The best way to move forward is to focus on one new habit at a time and embark on a 30-day challenge. Here’s

			
					Identify which new habit will have the biggest positive impact on your life or career

					Write down what you’ll do differently, what will trigger your new actions and who you will report to

					Tell as many people as possible about the new habit you are trying to form

					Report on your results every day to someone or some group who are following your progress

					After 30 days, celebrate your new habit and keep on doing what you’ve trained yourself to do

			

			
			
					Use it for only one habit at a time – resist the temptation to try and instill multiple habits at once. It just won’t work and all you’ll end up doing is confusing yourself.

					Choose an easy goal to start with – something you are pretty sure you will love. Build some momentum before you tackle more difficult habits.

					Choose something which is measurable – which has well defined metrics in place. You need to be able to definitively say you’re making progress for the 30-day challenge to work.

					Be absolutely consistent – if at all possible, have something which you do at the same time every day as part of your new habit. This enhances your chances of ongoing success.

					Report daily rather than weekly – for best results. Keep track of your progress every single day.

					Keep a positive attitude front and center – expect there will be some occasional setbacks along the way but be determined to note them and then move on.

			

			
			
					Select three most important tasks (MITs) every morning.

					Keep on single-tasking and avoid multitasking.

					Always process your e-mail in-box all the way to empty.

					Check your e-mail just twice a day.

					Exercise fifteen minutes a day.

					Have a productive morning routine you always follow.

					Keep your workspace entirely uncluttered.

					Eat more fruit and vegetables and less processed food.

					Say “No” to non-vital commitments.

			

			6. Start small and then get better incrementally

			
			
					Starting small narrows your focus – it gets you doing one thing well. Starting small intensifies your focus and thereby increases your power.

					Starting small keeps your enthusiasm level high – you can build a solid track record of success before you attempt to make some giant leaps forwards.

					Small changes are easier to handle – and this is a case where easier is better. If you’re looking to make a modest rather than a dramatic gain, you feel more confident.

					By choosing something small you almost guarantee success – which is absolutely fine because a number of small wins can ultimately add up to something which is highly impressive.

					Gradual change is almost always long-lasting – whereas severe changes are much harder to sustain. Making a series of small steps over time is the smart way to achieve something big and audacious.

			

			
			
					To build an exercise habit – start with five minutes a day instead of thirty. Once you’re doing five minutes regularly, you then bump it up to ten and so on. Anyone can handle five minutes of exercise a day, right?

					To increase your productivity – try to focus on the task at hand for just ten minutes at a time. Once you are doing that, try for 20 minutes, then 30 and so on.

					To get your e-mail under control – try to check your e-mail at the top of each hour only. Then check your e-mail once every two hours and so on until you get it down to only twice a day.

					To eat healthier food – try to make just one change to your diet at a time. Don’t try a major diet revamp which will likely be unsustainable.

					To complete a major project – start with one small task. Then go on to the next task. Then try and fit two tasks into each day, and so on. Ease into your project rather than attempting to tackle everything in one foul swoop.

					To declutter your workspace – start with just one drawer. Get that sorted out, then go on to the next drawer. This will be better than attempting a major effort.

			

			
			
			1. Goals and projects

			
			
					From all your goals, choose the one that you most want to accomplish in the next six months

					Break your overall goal down into sub-goals which you can accomplish in the next month or two

					Each week, generate a new weekly goal which moves you closer towards your sub-goal

					Each day, choose one action which will move you towards your weekly goal and do that

			

			
			
			
					Create a list of every project you have going on in your life and update this list as required

					From that list, choose the top three projects and write them on your “Simple Projects List”

					Focus intensively on completing the three projects on your “Simple Projects List” as soon as feasible

					Once you complete those projects, choose another three and create a new “Simple Projects List”

			

			
			
			2. Tasks

			
			
			
					If you set your three MITs first thing each morning.

					If you single-task – focus on completing one MIT at a time.

					If at least one of your MITs is goal-related or directly contributes to your top three projects.

					If you work on your MITs early in the day before other stuff comes along.

			

			3. Time management

			
			
					Don’t schedule appointments – but ask people to call before they come and see you. If you’re free, get them to come in. If you’re not, they should call another time.

					Keep a calendar – where you schedule the things you need to remember. Check this each day and decide whether or not you really need to go to those things.

					Have a pocket notebook – where you write down new ideas as they occur to you.

					Know your priorities – what you should be working on at any given moment. Decide first thing in the morning what today’s three MITs are and focus on each of these tasks one at a time. Do everything possible to focus on each MIT through to completion.

					Always keep reducing your tasks – eliminate anything and everything which does not generate a return on your time investment. Stay focused on keeping things simple.

					Batch all the daily housekeeping tasks you need to get done – and wait until as late in the day as possible to get these done at once. Dedicate all your attention to knocking these routine tasks out quickly and efficiently.

			

			4. Internet

			
			
					Always go online with a definitive purpose in mind.

					Do your online research for projects first and then disconnect from the Internet entirely and get to work on your MITs.

					Set a timer and focus on the task at hand for the amount of time you specify. Don’t go back online during that period.

					Keep a list of things you need to look up on the Internet when you do go back so you don’t worry about remembering them.

					Once you complete your MITs, you may want to reward yourself by going to some sites you enjoy. Just make sure you do this only after you’ve finished your work.

			

			5. E-mail

			
			
			
					Keep your in-box empty so your challenge each day is to process your in-box back to empty as quickly as possible.

					Delete as much obvious junk e-mail as possible.

					When you read an e-mail, dispose of it:	Read and then delete.

	Archive for future reference – move to another folder.

	Reply quickly and then delete.

	Complete the requested task, reply and then delete.

	Forward to someone else with a note and then delete.

	Add an item to your to-do list and then delete.




			

			
			
					Decide in advance how many times per day you will process your e-mail and stick to it. A suggestion: Check your e-mail and process it at 10am and 4pm.

					Don’t check your e-mail first thing in the morning – it will dictate what you do too much. Focus on your MITs.

					Work uninterrupted on your MITs for as much of the day as you can.

					Use e-mail as a work tool, not as the driving force for everything you do.

					Let other people know you only check your e-mail twice a day so they will have reasonable expectations about how quickly you will respond. Set yourself up to succeed.

					When responding to any e-mail, try to do so in five sentences or less. This will force you to be concise and stick to the point which is where e-mail excels.

			

			6. Filing

			
			
			
					Have appropriate options available for each piece of paper:	Throw away without reading.

	Read and then dispose of it.

	Route to someone else.

	File immediately in an alphabetical filing system.




					Keep all your files in one drawer. When the drawer gets full, go through and toss out what you now consider to be unnecessary. Stay strictly within this limit. And always keep supplies of new files and so forth on hand so you don’t have to put things off.

					Store as much stuff as possible online in electronic format. Keep your physical filing files for only those things which must be kept on paper.

					Process all your paper immediately. Don’t put things into piles to be sorted out later on. Do it now. Take the piece of paper and put it where it should go or dispose of it immediately. Piles don’t work – they’re too intimidating.

			

			
			
					Have one in-box where all incoming stuff always goes.

					Pay your bills immediately and get rid of the paperwork involved.

					Have simple to-do lists and a calendar where you enter details. Once you do that, dispose of the paperwork.

					Have a simple filing system for stuff you must keep and use it immediately. This might be some manila envelopes or folders labeled appropriately. File stuff immediately. The ultimate aim is any personal paperwork you receive will either be in your in-box or in your filing system and that’s it.

					Have a set time each week where you process your personal paperwork, pay your bills and then get on with your life.

			

			7. Commitments

			
			
			
					Take a step back and look at the big picture. What’s important to you? What do you passionately want to achieve at the expense of all the other stuff that would be nice if you can do it? What do you love doing?

					Now make a list of all your current commitments:	Work or side jobs you’re attempting to do.

	Family, spouse and children oriented.

	Civic, religious, hobbies, home, online, etc.




					Figure out what your five most important commitments genuinely are.

					Start eliminating all nonessential commitments you have somehow acquired. To do this, you’re going to need to learn how to say “No” without offending. Start with something small. Go through your list and send your regrets. Apologize by all means but be firm in cutting off all nonessential commitments.

					Accept you don’t have enough time to do everything you would like to do. Nobody does. The best you can do is eliminate whatever is nonessential.

					Train yourself to say “No” to new commitments right at the outset rather than later on when it gets harder. Requests for new commitments will come in all the time. Explain to people your time is just as precious and limited as theirs. Protect your time and value it highly. It is your most scarce resource.

					Try and do less every day. Leave some space between tasks or appointments so you can focus on each and do as well as possible. This will only be feasible if you’re limiting the appointments you set for yourself. Enjoy every task.

					Make sure you’re single-tasking. Do one job at a time, do it very well and then move on to something else.

					Free up more time to do the stuff you love and want to do. Try and set aside 30-minutes or more each day where you can engage in these high value activities. Or maybe you can free up one day during the weekend where you can plunge into this. Whatever makes sense to you, go for it. Don’t let the weeks slip by without doing what you love.

			

			8. Daily routine

			
			
			
					Prepare for the day and assemble materials.

					Do some reading and planning.

					Get in some exercise.

					Think about your goals and what you need to do.

					Spend time meditating and preparing for the day ahead.

			

			
			
					Prepare for the next day.

					Review how things went and look ahead.

					Do house cleaning or tidy your work space.

					Participate in some rewarding activities.

					Write a journal or update your progress log.

					Have some quiet time for reflection.

			

			9. Work space

			
			
			
					Set aside some time – an hour or so where you will tackle this problem and get it sorted out once and for all.

					Take all the paperwork from your desk – and put it in one big pile. Clear everything else off your desk except your computer, phone, in-box and anything else which is your essential equipment.

					Now take your paperwork pile and start processing – with the idea you will sort each piece of paper once only and:	Trash it.

	Delegate it.

	File it.

	Do it.

	Add it to your to-do list to do later.




					Work for as long as you can – and schedule additional decluttering sessions in the future if you need more time.

			

			
			
			
					Find a place for everything you need so it’s not just lying around.

					Get rid of posters, pictures and knickknacks. They’re fun to have but too distracting. Put them elsewhere.

					Figure out what’s essential to what you do and move everything else to other places. Make your work space completely distraction free.

					Be fanatical. Schedule regular ongoing sessions where you declutter and reorganize. Calendar these sessions once a week, once a month or at whatever regular intervals are required.

					Differentiate between genuine needs and wants. It’s natural to want more and more but this doesn’t mean it’s good for you. If you can refrain from buying stuff you rarely if ever use, you also reduce your need to fight clutter. Try this idea. Any time you think you want to buy something, write it down on a list along with the date. Don’t allow yourself to buy it until thirty days have passed. If you still want it, go ahead and buy and then designate a home for that item. If the desire has passed and nothing bad has happened, then forget about it.

					Look at your habits and figure out how what you do adds to your clutter. Change your habits and you will cut down on your clutter. Take the 30-day challenge to change your clutter habits for new and improved versions.

			

			10. Reduce speed

			
			
			
					Attention – instead of switching from one idea to another, focus on what’s important. Be reluctant to think about other things. Get things done rather than merely accumulating more useless information.

					Work pace – don’t try and get a million things done each day. Instead, find a quiet time and place and concentrate on getting your Most Important Tasks (MITs) done. Enjoy the fact you’re doing what will generate the most long-term value rather than busy work which spins your wheels but gets you nowhere. Immerse yourself in your MITs by turning off your phones, e-mail and everything else.

					Eating – instead of gulping down food, take time to enjoy what you’re eating. Notice the flavors, smells and other sensory experiences. The slower you eat your food, the more you will enjoy it. Opt out of the fast-food / fast-lifestyle way of life. Not only is this better for you it’s also a lot of fun you’ve been missing out on.

					Driving – leave a little earlier so you can get to where you’re going at a leisurely pace. If you’re short on time, the actions of other drivers will frustrate the heck out of you. Make driving time when you contemplate, plan and think good thoughts which put you in a positive frame of mind. In addition to this, driving slower also has other obvious benefits:	You’ll save gas.

	You’ll be safer and less likely to be in an accident.

	You’ll arrive at the other end refreshed.

	You will feel less stress.

	You will simplify your life.

	You’ll enjoy the drive regardless of the destination.




			

			11. Health and fitness

			
			
			
					Form an exercise habit where you get out and do something physical for at least 30 minutes three times a week. Try to buddy up with someone and make yourself accountable to them to do it.

					Make gradual changes to your diet. Eat lighter foods and find healthy foods you like. Watch how much you’re eating and stop before you’re full. Eat lowly and really savor what you’re taking in.

					Keep making periodic and gradual improvements in both areas – in how much you exercise and in how you eat. Log how you’re doing, hold yourself accountable to a friend and get better over time.

					Keep your personal motivation level high by rewarding yourself when you make solid progress. Celebrate each and every success no matter h ow small. Build a positive track record.

			

			
			
					Think about how good you feel after a workout.

					Read fitness magazines.

					Do things you find fun.

					Read blogs written by people who are into exercising.

					Search out some great success stories.

					Buy some nice new clothes in a smaller size.

					Partner up with other people.

					Hire a coach or personal trainer.

					Keep exercise logs and progress charts.

					Sign up for a 5K race or triathlon.

					Plan on being a grandparent for a long time.

					Weigh yourself periodically.

					Develop your own “Before” and “After” pictures.

					State your goals openly on your own blog.

					Have motivational quotes around your house or office.

					Buy fitness books or healthy cookbooks.

					Take note when others compliment you on how good you look.

					Schedule an upcoming day at the beach with friends.

			

			12. Motivation

			
			
			
					Start small – do something easy first and then attempt the big stuff. Grow from a base of positives rather than a ceiling of negative experiences.

					Have just one goal at a time – focus on changing just one thing for the better and give that your attention.

					Know why you’re doing things – write down your motives. Set out the reasons why things need to change in the future.

					Genuinely want what you’re trying to do – so you can get enthused about it. It’s not enough just to think something new would be cool but you need to be absolutely passionate.

					Make a public commitment to your new goal – tell everyone what you’re going to do. Nobody wants to look bad in front of others so this will keep you going.

					Get enthused – build on the growing excitement you feel as you move forward.

					Build anticipation – set a date when change is going to happen and focus all your efforts towards meeting that deadline.

					Put your goal in writing – and post it on your office wall, your desktop and anywhere else you look. Make your goal come to life by putting reminders anywhere and everywhere.

			

			
			
					Ease into things – remind yourself you’re not trying to do everything in one step so start small and keep upping the ante at regular intervals.

					Focus on just getting started one day at a time – because with many things once you make a start you can keep going.

					Think positively – make a conscious decision to replace negative thoughts with positive ones. Dwell on the benefits.

					Read about your goal – find good books or blogs which will motivate you and keep you going. Read inspiring stories.

					Find like-minded people – and partner with them. Enlist their help, share your war stories and life each other.

					Celebrate and build on your successes – make every milestone along the way a great event.

					Visually chart your progress – use good metrics you can track to show progress is being made.

					Don’t worry about the occasional day off – but be absolutely determined not to skip two days in a row.

					Visualize your success – what you will feel like, what you will experience and so on.

					Be aware of your quit urge – and refuse to give in.
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